Trends in Absolute and Relative Educational Inequalities in Adult Smoking Since the Early 2000s: The Case of Germany.
Since the early 2000s, several tobacco control policies have been implemented in Germany. Current research is inconsistent about how strengthening tobacco control can affect social inequalities in smoking. This study examines whether educational inequalities in adult smoking have widened in Germany since 2003. Data were used from four cross-sectional national health surveys conducted between 2003 and 2012 (n = 54,197; age = 25-69 years). Participants who smoked daily or occasionally were classified as smokers. The regression-based Slope Index of Inequality and Relative Index of Inequality (RII) were calculated to estimate the extent of absolute and relative educational inequalities in smoking, respectively. In each survey year, smoking was associated with lower education. Overall, crude and age-standardized smoking rates declined over time. Stratified by education, trends of declining smoking rates were observed only in the high and medium education groups, whereas no statistically significant trend was found in the low education group. Relative educational inequalities in smoking increased significantly in men (2003: RII=1.74, 95% confidence interval 1.46 to 2.07; 2012: RII = 2.25, 95% confidence interval 1.90 to 2.67; p-trend = .019). Absolute educational inequalities in smoking were not found to have changed significantly during the study period. In the course of declining smoking rates, educational inequalities in smoking persisted in both absolute and relative terms. In men, relative inequalities in smoking may even have widened within only 9 years. Tobacco control policies should not only be targeted at the entire population but also attempt to reduce social inequalities in smoking by focusing more on socially disadvantaged groups. Smoking is associated with lower education in most European countries and contributes to social inequalities in health. Since the beginning of the 2000s, Germany has implemented a variety of tobacco control policies to reduce smoking in the population. This study reveals that despite a general decline in adult smoking, educational inequalities in smoking have persisted and even widened in Germany since 2003. The findings emphasize that more targeted efforts are needed to tackle smoking-induced inequalities in health.